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Following the cancellation of Venezuela's "megaelections" for more than 6,000 offices because of
serious technical difficulties, a new commission (Consejo Nacional Electoral, CNE) has been named
and is trying to reschedule the elections.
Meanwhile, accusations of corruption against Luis Miquilena, President Hugo Chavez's closest
adviser, have been dropped. Serious technical problems with the voting machines forced the
Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) to cancel the May 28 elections just days before they were to take
place. All five members of the CNE resigned on May 29, accepting responsibility for the cancellation
(see NotiSur, 2000-06-02).
On June 3, the interim Congress (Comision Legislativa Nacional, CLN or Congresillo) designated
new CNE members. Unlike the previous CNE, which opponents accused of being stacked with proChavez supporters who also lacked relevant experience, the new officials were chosen for their
technical background and lack of political ties. For the first time in Venezuelan history, the electoral
commission was not just hand-picked by the political leadership but chosen from nominees
submitted by representatives of civil society, the business community, and the Catholic Church.
The new CNE was sworn in June 5. Need to solve problems competes with hope for quick elections
Technicians working to overcome flaws in the electronic voting system have said it could take
three months to fix the problems. Spanish firm INDRA, one of several companies responsible for
installing and running the system, has said the elections cannot be held before late August unless
they are separated and held on two dates.
But Miquilena, head of CLN, which must set the new election date, said people could not wait that
long. "The goal we have set is to have elections in the first weeks of July," said Miquilena. "In the
first half of July." On June 4, INDRA officials said if the CNE decides to hold the elections before
August, they will not take part. "If the elections are July 27, we will not participate because there
is no time to complete the necessary work," said Jose Navarro, director of Electoral Processes at
INDRA.

Accusations against Miquilena dropped
Meanwhile, a TSJ hearing on a petition by Public Prosecutor Javier Elechiguerra to strip Miquilena
of his immunity and proceed with an investigation into alleged corruption began May 31.
Allegations of influence peddling first came to light in February when three retired army officers
who joined Chavez in a failed 1992 coup split with him and accused him of betraying their
"revolution."
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One of the officers, Jesus Urdaneta, former head of state security (DISIP), said he had gathered
the evidence against Miquilena while he headed the secret police. Miquilena was president of
the Asamblea Nacional Constituyente (ANC), which rewrote Venezuela's Constitution. He was
instrumental in selecting the CNE members who were forced to resign after the elections were
canceled.
In the hearing, Elechiguerra said he had found preliminary evidence to suggest that Miquilena
awarded contracts to firms owned by himself and a Chavez campaign financier. The charges stem
from a state contract awarded to a printing company in which Miquilena held shares, and he is also
accused of giving a Justice Ministry contract to an insurance company owned by a business partner.
In November 1999, after the ANC drew up the new Constitution, the electoral commission
contracted eight companies to print 8 million copies of a draft of the Constitution at a cost of about
US$150,000. One of those companies was Impresoras Micabu, co-founded by Miquilena in 1996. On
June 2, Miquilena told the TSJ he was innocent of the charges. "I have done nothing but fight in the
trenches of the people for my entire life, spending the best years of my youth in jail defending the
interests of the democracy we enjoy today," said the 80-year-old Miquilena, who was imprisoned 50
years ago for opposing a military dictatorship.
Miquilena said he sold his shares in the printing company in January 1999, long before it was
awarded the printing contract for the draft of the new Constitution, and before he held any position
in the Chavez administration. He also denied any wrongdoing in awarding a police-department
insurance contract to a firm owned by a major financier of Chavez's 1998 presidential campaign.
Miquilena and his lawyers say that the registration of the transfer of his interest in the company in
the firm's shareholders book is enough evidence that he had divested his interest in the firm.
But Elechiguerra presented an analysis of two signatures of Miquilena in the book, one dated in
1996, when the company changed its name, and another dated in 1999, when Miquilena said he
had sold his interest in the company. The expert said, although the ink could not be analyzed to
determine its age, "no variations in the ink in the two signatures is observed." The implication was
that the signatures were made at the same time and proved falsification of the records.
Without giving details, on June 7 Elechiguerra said he had received threats that he would be tried or
forced to resign if he insisted on going forward with the process against Miquilena. On June 9, the
TSJ denied the motion to lift Miquilena's immunity.
TSJ president Ivan Rincon said that 16 of the 20 magistrates agreed that no cause existed to remove
Miquilena's immunity and begin a criminal investigation. The TSJ also found for "suspending the
cause," which prevents the case from being reopened in the future. Chavez played no role in the
case and made no effort to influence the decision. But if the TSJ had found enough evidence to
proceed with an investigation of Miquilena, it would have reflected badly on the president, who
has developed his image as a person who is rescuing Venezuela from decades of public corruption.
[Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/31/00, 06/02/00; Associated Press, 06/02/00; Notimex, 06/05/00,
06/07/00; Spanish news service EFE, 05/31/00, 06/09/00; CNN, 06/03/00, 06/07/00, 06/09/00; El Nuevo
Herald (Miami), 06/04/00, 06/10/00; Reuters, 05/31/00, 06/01/00, 06/02/00, 06/05/00, 06/12/00]
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